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Test scores help teachers, guidance 
counselors and school administrators make 
some very important decisions about 
students — from the earliest grades through 
high school and college. For this reason, 
you as a parent need to be concerned about 
testing and you need to know some of the 
basics of testing in the schools, so you 
can (1) ask questions about tests and 
testing of your child's teacher and (2) 
understand the decisions teachers, 
counselors and administrators are making 
about your child's school life. In this 
booklet, we have tried to cover some of the 
basics by identifying and answering some 
questions parents oomnonly ask about tests. 



yn wt are tests and why are they used? 



Tests are teaching tools that help the 
teacher to know how much students have 
learned, what they have not learned and 
what to teach next. Teachers use many 
different types of tests, some paper- 
and-pencll tests, some less formal 
observations. For instance, teachers are 
trained to watch students and see signs of 
problems or instances of special skills. 
But it would be virtually impossible for a 
teacher to mentally keep track of the. 
progress of every student. Tests help 
teachers measure and keep track of student 
growth, thus making it easier to plan group 
and individual instruction. 

Tests also help school administrators 
plan overall educational programs that will 
benefit all students in a given school, 
district or state, using test information 
on student growth, administrators can plan 
to provide additional educational resources 
to specific groups of students who appear 
to need more help. 

How are tests used? 

Tests can provide a wide range of 
valuable kinds of information to help 
educators make the right decisions about 
your child's education. For example, tests 
can 

* Help teachers spot students' 
strengths and weaknesses. 

* Help teachers and administrators 
place students in a course or 
class with other students who have 
the same needs. 
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* Help educatora verify that 
students have mastered school 
requirements. 

* Help select students for advanced 
or remedial training. 

* Help teachers improve their 
instruction. 

* Help educators determine whether 
or not to continue a particular 
course. 

* Help boards of education make the 
best use of educational tax 
dollars. 

* Help educational researchers study 
and improve teaching. 

As your child goes through elementary 
school, junior high school, high school and 
perhaps on to college, you will see tests 
used in all these ways to guide his or her 
progress. Knowing what information tests 
can provide and the kinds of decisions that 
can be made on the basis of test results 
will give you a better understanding of why 
your child is being 'tested. 



How many different kinds of tests me tiiere? 



There are many different types of teata. 
When we deacrlbe the different types, we 
oan think in terms of what the test 
meaauk'esr who develops the test, and how it 
is used. Consider firat what the teat 
measures I 

1. Some tests measure ability to learn; 
others measure the amount of learning 
that has taken place. 

Tests that measure ability to do school 
work are called aptitude tests. Various 
aptitude tests measure ability to do 
mathematics, to use language, to solve 
problems, or to perform any of a number of 
other academic tasks. Ability to do school 
work is influenced by a wide variety of 
things, such as family, culture (language, 
home environment, etc.), health, and 
emotional factors. 

Tests that measure the knowledge and 
skills the student actually has learned are 
called achievement tests. Actual 
achievement is influenced not only by the 
student's ability to learn, but also by the 
quality of teaching and the child's 
physical and emotional health, as well as 
attitude toward school and learning. 

2. Teachers prepare some tests for 
day-to-day classroom use; others are 
prepared by test publishers. 

Teachers can create their own tests to 
measure the learning that has resulted from 
recent classroom instruction. These tests 
indicate what each student has or has not 
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lQarn«d. Those are oohlevement teat», 
Teeohera are not trained to prepare their 
own aptitude teste. Aptitude testa require 
a high level of technical sophistication to 
developi as well as a great deal of time 
and money. 

An alternative to the teacher-made teat 
is the published test. Test publishers 
consult with teachers all over the country 
to find out what they ere teaching so they 
can develop tests that cover the common 
topics. This kind of test offers a major 
advantage in that a student's achievement, 
for example in reading r can be compared 
with the reading skill of other students in 
the same age group across the country. 

Teacher-made tests are used on a day- 
to-day basis in the classroom, while 
published tests may only be used once or 
twice a year. The most important test in 
your child's educational growth is the 
teacher's test. However, the published 
tests are often used by building and 
district administrators to judge overall 
student development. Published tests are 
also used to tell parents in a general way 
how their child is doing in relation to 
other students in subjects like reading and 
math. So they ar portant also. 

3. Some tests determine a student's 

mastery of a given body of knowledge; 
others are designed to show how well 
each student performs in comparison to 
other students. 

With a. mastery test, the student's 
performance is compared to a standard of 
acceptable achievement. The student either 
has or has not learned the required 
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m«tficlala, how other atudonfee p^cCorm ia 
not important In this o^aa. 

With a comp<ici«on teat, th© goal ia to 
0how how well each student has clone 
compared to other atudenta, Thia kind of 
teat ia intended to highlight differencua 
in the amount learned by different atudente, 

Teata that teaohecs develop and uae on 
a day-to-day baaia generally have atandarda 
of acceptable performance teaohera use to 
judge student progress. Nationally 
published testa, on the other hand, are 
often designed to compare students with one 
another, so judgments can be made regarding 
which students or groups of students need 
more help. 

Again, in terms of day-to-day learning, 
the teacher's tests and judgments in the 
classroom are most crucial. But published 
tests also have a role to play. 



What do different test scores mean? 

There are several kinds of test scores 
and each has its own meaning. Teachers 
usually score their own tests by counting 
the number of questions the student 
answered correctly out of the total number 
of questions on the test. Often teachers 
convert this score to a percent correct. 
For example, the student who answered 40 
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out ot 90 qu^stlonn Qocf^otXy would r«a<ilv<i 
A apor© of 001, Then boaqh«r» d«ai(l« on i 
(>Ao«lng aoore b«i«ed on th«ir «iKP<iriino« «ind 
Knowledgci oC th« olaQa. 

With published taatOr ocorea arci nior^i 
taohnianX, but ara not any mora difficult 
to undaratand, Bamambar that publiahad 
taatfl oftan (but not aiwaye) oompara aaah 
atudant*a parformanoa with tha parformanoa 
of othar atudanta, Tha aooraa moat oftan 
uaad to ahow that oompatiaon to taaoharvi 
parantar guldanca counaalora and othac taat 
uaara are grade equivalent acoraa and 
percentile acorea. 

Tha grade equivalent score nhowe tha 
performance of the student compared to the 
average or typical performance of a large 
group of students at a given grade level. 
For example, a fifth grader might receive a 
grade equivalent score of 7.2 on a math 
test. That means that the student received 
a score about equal to that of the average 
seventh grader in the second month of the 
school year. This does not mean 
necessarily that the fifth grader is 
capable of doing seventh grade work. This 
is a common misunderstanding. Remember 
that a score of 7.2 simply means that on 
this testr the student answered about as 
many items correctly as the average seventh 
grader probably would answer correctly 
early in the school year. 

The percentile score shows the 
student's level of performance in relation 
to a large group of students (who took the 
test under the same conditions) in terms of 
the percentage of that group who scored 
below that student. For ex2unpler if a 
student receives a percentile score of 68, 
it means that student achieved a score 
higher that 68% of the large group. 
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4fci It la Aiwuyii imporUnt tot you 4ti a 
pACtint to unci«r«tiim1 the meaning «e t^«t 
Qoqree u«e(5 to plen yowr ohild*a edwpdtion. 




An testa nally sanaitive to (tiffarancaa In 
studanta' cultural backgrounda? 

The an«w«r depends on who developt the 
teat. A test developed by a person or 
persons who are aware of the fact that 
children Crom different cultures have 
different experiences will probably reflect 
that awareness In teat content and 
questions. Ten years ago, test publishers 
were not as conscious of this Issue as they 
are today. Today teat publishers give very 
careful attention to the fact that a great 
number of cultures are represented In our 
schools and they try to develop tests 
accordingly. Therefore, recently published 
tests are more likely to be adequate In 
terms of cultural sensitivity than teats 
published ten years ago or more. Teachers 
are generally aware of the need to consider 
cultural differences among their students, 
too. so teacher-made teats are likely to 
take cultural differences Into account. 
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The only way to decide whether a teat 
is biased or fair In relation to given 
culture Is to examine that test, question 
by question. In light o£ the cultures of 
the students who are to take the test. 
Inhere are no overall rules that apply to 
all tests and/or all cultures. Such test 
review, therefore, frequently falls to a 
group of persons selected for their 
combined skills: teachers, counselors, 
parents, testing specialists, and 
professional test developers. Their 
camblned opinions lead to sound judgment 
regarding a test's cultural sensitivity. 
But, If you see a test that you do not feel 
Is fair In terms of your child's culture 
and experience, you should discuss It with 
your child's teacher „ 



How can you tell if a test is a good test? 

A good achievement test accurately and 
adequately covers what has been taught. If 
the goal of testing is to determine what 
the student has or has not learned ^ It 
makes no sense to use a test whose 
questions do not cover what is taught In 
class. This Is seldom a problem with 
teacher*made tests, since teachers know 
precisely what skills or knowledge they 
have covered. It can be a problem with 
published tests, however, because published 
tests are designed to cover a very broad 
general curriculum. Therefore, published 
tests must be reviewed carefully by 
teachers and administrators before they are 
purchased to be sure they cover what Is 
taught In the local classroom. 

Good tests are also tests that 
students, teachers and parents can depend 
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on to be consistent. Tnat is, the score a 
student receives on a test today should be 
close to the score that student would get 
on that same test if she or he took it 
toinorrowr assuming no new learning has 
taken place. The score should also remain 
the same no matter who scores the test. 
Further, two tests intended to cover the 
same material should result in the same 
score for any particular student. A test 
that fails to meet any of these conditions 
for dependability cannot provide a true 
picture of a student's level of development. 



Can parents help their children prepare for 
tests? 

rrtiey certainly can. But here again, we 
must separate day-to-day classroom tests 
from the once-a-year standardized test. 
The key to success on a day-to-day basis is 
good study habits. Parents can help by 
providing a good study environment and 
encouragement. The key to success on the 
once-a-year test is also good study habits 
over the long term, but in addition, the 
student must be well rested and alert on 
test day. Parents should do all they can 
to see that a child gets a good night's 
sleep and eats properly prior to the test. 
Parents should also be aware that family 
conflicts can frequently disturb a child 
enough to affect how the child does on the 
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test. Attitude and motivation are critical 
too. Parents can help their children 
succeed on tests by really taking the tests 
seriously and encouraging their child to do 
the same. They can also help by encouraging 
their children to try to do their best, even 
though very few people get a perfect score, 
particularly on published tests. 

What can parents do to help the child who 
is extremely nervous about tests? 

This can be a problem. Some children 
seem unable to perform well on tests, 
particularly the "big" tests, because of 
nervousness. Here are a few suggestions 
for coping with this problem: 

* Be sure the child understands what 
the test means. Parents and 
teachers can help the child keep 
the test in perspective. A test 
is only one form of evaluation the 
teacher uses. Having the teacher 
explain how the test score is to 
be used is reassuring to some 
students. Teachers are generally 
very sensitive to the anxiety 
problem and can help you deal with 
it. 

* See if you can get the child to 
talk about his or her nervousness. 
Is it the result of something the 
teacher has said? Something other 
students said? The child's 
perceptions of your expectations? 
Sometimes a talk with your child 
can help uncover the reason for 
the extreme nervousness. 
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Explore your own attitudes about 
tests. What are your expectations 
about your child's performance? 
How have you communicated them? 
Are you sensitive to the pressures 
your child faces in competing with 
and being compared to other 
students? Have you discussed the 
problem with your child's 
teacher? Remember, if you demand 
perfect test scores, there is a 
good chance you and your child 
will both be disappointed. 



Generally, fear of tests does not arise by 
itself. It results from other factors in 
the school or home environment. Of course, 
a little nervousness at test time can be 
good because it causes the student to be 
alert. But a great deal of fear has a bad 
effect and deserves some involvement and 
action from parents. 



Can parents help their children deal with 
test scores? 

Yes, you can. But the kind of help 
parents can give depends on the level of 
the test score, if the scores are very 
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high, obviously parents can be 
encouraging. But parents also need to help 
students keep in mind the fact that test 
scores are only one measure of learning. 
Students may need to be reminded to be 
sensitive to the feelings of others who 
didn't score as high. 

If the scores are average, parents can 
still be encouraging as they discuss with 
the child (and perhaps the teacher too) 
what the scores mean, perhaps the student 
is already working up to his or her 
potential; if so, some positive 
encouragement is in order, if not, parent 
and child can discuss ways in which the 
student can improve. But remember: 
sometimes improvement will be more 
difficult on the once-a-year published test 
than on the teacher's classroom tests. 
This is true because a teacher's tests tend 
to cover just what is presented in class, 
while a nationally published test may cover 
different material than is actually 
presented in class. 

If the test scores are extremely low, 
check with your child's teacher and 

principal regarding the student's aptitude 
(ability) test scores. If aptitude scores 
are high and achievement scores are low, 
the child may have some form of a learning 
disability, or vision or hearing problem. 
School officials can often give you 
information on this issue. If no 
disabilities are present, attitude or 
motivation may be the problem. This can 
often be uncovered by talking with the 
child and the teacher; feel free to ask the 
teacher to arrange a conference where you, 
your child and the teacher can talk. 




What questions and issues should I raise 
with my child's teacher and principal 
regarding tests? 

Here are a £ew questions that may 
concern you as a parent: 



Tests can be regarded as one o£ a variety 
of ways used by educators to measure 
student growth and to help students develop. 



To what extent do educators in 
your district rely on teacher-made 
versus published tests? 



Rememberr teacher*-inade tests are designed 
to cover the topics actually presented in 
class. They are more useful for day-to-day 
in-class planning. Published tests should 
not be playing such a key role in in-class 
planning unless they have been selected to 
match actual in-class instruction. 



What is the teacher's attitude 
about testing? What is the 
principal's attitude? 
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* How do educators use tests to help 
with decisions about your child's 
education? 

The list can include determining the needs 
of individual students^ selecting students 
£or special programs, educational and 
vocational guidance and counseling, and 
evaluating instruction. Tests can and 
should play a role in all of these* 

* How does the teacher respond to a 
student's test scores? 

This should depend on the score. High 
scores deserve one response, low scores 
another (see pp. 12 & 13). Sensitivity to 
the effect of the score on the child's 
motivation to learn and self concept should 
be most important. This* is true for both 
parents and teachers. 

Parents have a responsibility to their 
children and to teachers to understand and 
express views on testing in the schools. 
Don't be afraid to ask questions about 
aspects of ter^.ing you don't understand. 
You can help ^^^/ake testing a positive part 
of your child's education if you understand 
some of the basics of testing. 
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